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Introduction
At the heart of British politics is the welfare state. As a political idea it is contested, and as a framework of public services and entitlements it is complex. Friedrich Hayek commented upon the imprecision of the term 'welfare state': 'Unlike socialism, the conception of the welfare state has no precise meaning. The phrase is sometimes used to describe any state that 'concerns' itself in any manner with problems other than those of the maintenance of law and order ' (Hayek, 2006, p. 90) . But despite its ever-changing complexity one can outline its main components. As Rodney Lowe states, 'Conventionally there are five 'core' services -social security, the National Health Service, housing, education and the personal social services; but to these may be added others, such as transport policy or tax allowances (fiscal welfare), which may legitimately be termed welfare policies because they involve a reallocation of scarce resources among individuals with the objective of increasing the sum of individual wellbeing' (Lowe, 1990, p. 155) . As a means to ameliorate the harshest effects of capitalism within an advanced democracy, the primacy and necessity of the British welfare state is virtually beyond doubt. This does not negate the ever-present public policy discussion about efficiency, welfare-dependency and issues with service-delivery but since its inception it has occupied a central position in British public life.
The welfare state in Britain is a peculiarly ubiquitous and deeply political creation; it has evolved during its 60 plus year tenure and it has enjoyed notable successes and endures persistent failures. Still today some conservatives disdain it (Heffer, 2008) , liberals simultaneously warm to it and criticise it (Laws, 2004) and often social democrats in the Labour Party heap praise on it (Toynbee, 2011). Why is this? Why is the welfare state so often the subject of deep-seated, bad tempered debate? I contend that the answer lies in the contested nature of the problems of advanced capitalist societies. The welfare state represents the practical policies of a set of philosophical arguments about the problems of capitalism. The debate about the role of the state compared to the role of markets as the best mechanism for the distribution of public goods represents the fundamental fault line in democratic politics. This ideological debate has implications for the welfare state and, in turn, contributes to the ongoing discussion of the welfare needs of individuals and families, which are hard to agree upon in a diverse and heterogeneous society such as Britain. This affects the equally controversial issues of how the welfare state is funded, at what level and how governments seek to mitigate social problems such as welfare dependency which arise as an externality of the welfare state. These factors are the main parameters in the philosophical debate and the depth of disagreement and discontent that exists over the welfare state is therefore self-evident.
This chapter seeks to examine the history of the idea of the welfare state in Britain; analyse the reasons why certain thinkers and ideologies are discontent with its role and functions; and highlight the contemporary perspectives of the two parties of government in a period of substantial policy reform and economic austerity. In doing this one's overall aim is to provide an analysis of the British welfare state in the early twenty-first century and crucially -in the era of the ConservativeLiberal Coalition -of its discontents.
The welfare state as an idea
Followers of British politics and, for that matter, those with an interest in twentieth-century history, sociology or social policy know that the original report that led to the establishment of the welfare state was written by the leading civil servant and subsequent Liberal MP and peer, William Beveridge, and that it was published in 1942 while Britain was very much still a nation at war. The Beveridge Report was commissioned by the National Government who viewed his endeavour as a difficult, bureaucratic undertaking, which comprised marshalling a range of proposals for social insurance. To their chagrin Beveridge used his report to propose widespread social reform and, in this sense, it can be understood as a further step towards eradicating the most
